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Mighty Opposites: From Dichotomies to Differences in the 
Comparative Study of China. By Zhang Longxi. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1999. 256pp. ISBN 0-8047- 
3259-0 (cloth) ; ISBN 0-8047-347-12 (paperback).
Zhang Longxi’s new book aims at a general academic 
audience in the field of comparative cultural studies, and I have 
found it particularly useful in graduate seminars to facilitate 
discussions on various theoretical positions about the 
representation of China. Earlier versions of the five essays were 
published in other venues, stretching from 1988 to 1998; an 
introductory chapter and a concluding sixth essay complete the 
collection. As with his highly acclaimed first book The Tao and 
the Logos, Zhang Longxi has once again demonstrated his 
superior knowledge of Western theories and Chinese 
scholarship, as well as a masterful combination of clarity and 
erudition in treating the most baffling theoretical concerns in 
Chinese Studies today. It is predictable that this book will elicit 
excited responses that only match its ambitious mission, as was 
the case with a couple of the journal-version essays.
Zhang Longxi’s major contention is that the West’s 
prevalent “misunderstanding” of China to date has as its root 
cause the desire to cast China as her destined Other. From the 
Jesuit missionaries to the European intellectuals of the 
Enlightenment to the postmodernists, the evaluation of China 
has swung from idealization to scandalization depending on the 
West's self-interest at specific times, with the 
focus always on a conceptual dichotomy 
between China and the West that valorizes 
differences and ignores similarities. Such a 
critique echoes Edward Said’s charge of 
Orientalism in Western scholarship of the 
Islamic world as well as a number of recent 
studies on the West's understanding of China. 
The crux of Zhang Longxi’s book lies in his 
unrelenting examination of the imaginary 
construct of China devised by the 
postmodernists—from Michel Foucault to Julia 
Kristeva to Roland Bathes. Driven by the 
desire to present China as an alternative to the
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cultural impasse of the West, the postmodernists under Zhang 
Longxi's microscope rely on questionable textual strategies to 
construct an image of China that thrives on differences. In terms 
of its ideological function and practical ramifications, this image 
appears remarkably similar to that of the postmodernists' 
historical antecedents. It is clear that Zhang Longxi does not 
intend to invalidate critical theories as a whole with his 
deconstructive reading of only selective, marginal passages, but 
his reading is enough to make for a cautionary tale about the 
pervasiveness of cross-cultural misunderstandings committed 
under the banner of “absolute dichotomy•” This cautionary tale 
bears a direct relation to what Zhang Longxi views as the 
uncritical application of critical theories by present-day scholars 
of Chinese Studies that continues to reproduce the same 
absolute dichotomy between China and the West.
The book can be divided evenly into two parts. The first 
three essays discuss representative Western authors in different 
times and disciplines with regard to their understanding of 
classical China. “The Myth of the Other” traces the changing 
image of China from Vico, Francis Bacon and Webb to Foucault, 
Barthes and Derrida, with dozens of less known writers in 
between. The invented “China，” which has little bearing on 
reality， is a reflection of Europe’s own social and cultural 
conditions in which the crisis of the Self necessitates the 
introduction of the Other. Against his own advice that there are 
no quick fixes in intercultural miscommunications, Zhang Longxi 
proposes “the fusion of horizons” a la Gadamer that calls upon 
the moral power of the investigator to transcend linguistic and 
cultural barriers. "Montaigne, Postmodernism, and Cultural 
C ritique” takes Lyotard’s suggestion that Montaigne is 
postmodern to task and analyses how Montaigne’s positive 
image of the Brazilian cannibals enables him to perform a 
cultural critique of the European society of his time. Montaigne's 
comparison of the Brazilians in the New World with the ancient 
Greeks questions the exclusionary meanings of “barbaric” and 
“civilized” and thus recognizes a shared humanity that may 
suggest a way out of the rigid dichotomy between the Self and 
the Other, universalism and relativism, but the "way" remains 
rhetorical and poetic till the end of the essay. “Jewish and 
Chinese L iteralism ” returns to the topic of the W est’s
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conceptualization of China. It draws a parallel between the early 
Christian invention of a Jewish anthropomorphist reading of the 
Bible and the seventeenth-century European debate on Chinese 
immanence and materialism that both uphold the exclusive 
Christian claim to allegory and spirituality and thus reduce 
Jewish and Chinese traditions to t(a kind of literalism." According 
to Zhang Longxi, the fallacy of such ethnocentric readings lies in 
exaggerating differences between cultures while suppressing 
differences within cultures.
The other three essays deal with modern China and 
Chinese Studies today and show a sustained interest in the 
relationship between Western critical theories and the Chinese 
condition. “Out of the Cultural Ghetto” answers the challenge of 
theories in the study of Chinese literature by pleading for 
openness or a critical attitude that would foremost recognize 
both the possibility and limitation of critical theory in the Chinese 
context. Zhang Longxi’s critique of several studies by named 
scholars convincingly demonstrates the perils of a theory-driven 
simplification of the complex Chinese text, but his somewhat 
perplexing worry about the “ghettoization” of Chinese Studies— 
which points to the consequences of both resistance to theory 
and its mimicry—does not reflect either history or the recent 
development of modern Chinese scholarship. The emphasis on 
Chinese reality and its mitigating effect on traveling theories 
continues with the next two essays. “Western Theory and 
Chinese Reality” takes the Chinese intellectual’s complicated 
relationship with Western ideas as the point of departure and 
goes on to criticize Rey Chow's serious misreading of the 
student demonstrations in 1989. The distorted picture that Rey 
Chow presents through her questioning of the American media's 
representation of violence, according to Zhang Longxi, betrays 
the anxiety of an American leftist intellectual and a professional 
literary critic, and has nothing to do with the reality of China. 
“Postmodernism and the Return of the Native” targets Chinese 
intellectuals masquerading as “Third World Critics” who redirect 
Edward Said's objective from imperialism to an all-out anti- 
Westernism. Thus, the budding agenda of ^Occidentalism" in the 
1980s—whatever positive values it has added to the 
modernization project—is quickly superceded by a curious 
mixture of “postisms” and cultural conservatism that has
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contributed to the rise of nationalism in the 1990s. To Zhang 
Longxi, this represents totally abandoning the critical position of 
the intellectual with regard to the cultural establishment and 
political authorities.
Whether or not one agrees with Zhang Longxi's polemics, 
this book should be read by anyone interested in the 
interchange between critical theories and Chinese Studies. 
Alternatively insightful and provocative, his intellectual honesty is 
admirable and his concern with the misunderstanding of China 
genuine. The humanist position from which he demystifies the 
“Mighty Opposites” may sound idealistic in the current era of 
postmodern cacophony, and his personal vision of “Chinese 
Reality” may have relied too much on the experiences of his 
generation, but it is certainly to one’s benefit to heed the spirit of 
his arguments: critical theory has its own historicity and its 
application to the Chinese text has serious political and social 
implications.
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